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Thanks to Hellmann’s edition, we have a second—after that of Petrus de Dacia—commentary to the most important
Algorismus treatise of the Middle Ages, the tract by John of Sacrobosco, available in a modern edition. The editor
knows the subject very well, and his edition is first-class. It is to be hoped that in the future other commentaries on
Sacrobosco’s Algorismus will be treated as well.
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‘Magic is no magic’: The wonderful world of Simon Stevin
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Simon Stevin (1548–1620) was born in Bruges (in what was then the Spanish Netherlands but is now Belgium)
but in 1581 enrolled at the University of Leiden (in what was then the Dutch Republic but is now the Netherlands)
and spent most of the rest of his life in the service of the Dutch Republic. One of his fellow students at Leiden was
Maurice of Nassau, who inherited the title of Prince of Orange in 1584. It is likely that Maurice and Stevin were
already acquainted in Leiden; certainly from 1593 onwards Stevin enjoyed the patronage and personal friendship of
the Prince, to whom many of his books were dedicated. In this position of royal favour Stevin undoubtedly helped to
establish the military and economic strength of the Republic and when he died in 1620 was both wealthy and highly
respected.
Stevin is now perhaps best remembered for De thiende (1585) in which he set out his system of ‘tenths’ or deci-
mal fractions. But he also wrote many other texts on mathematics and the mathematical sciences: on arithmetic and
algebra, hydrostatics, fortification, navigation, geography, tides, planetary motion, optics, and book-keeping, not to
mention treatises on music and the Dutch language. In certain ways both his life and his range of interests resemble
those of his slightly younger English contemporary Thomas Harriot (1560–1621). Both came from humble back-
grounds but were fortunate enough to have their talents recognized by wealthy and aristocratic patrons; both worked
on a wide variety of mathematical sciences. Of course, there were also differences: Harriot, who had sailed to Virginia
in 1585 (the year of the publication of De thiende) remained preoccupied with navigation and later astronomy, while
Stevin, a citizen of the Low Countries, wrote extensively on mills, locks, and sluices. Both, however, are credited with
the discovery of what is now known as Snell’s law of refraction, and both were fascinated by the relatively new subject
of algebra. We will return to this shortly. Since Harriot never published his mathematical and scientific work, Stevin
is likely to have been unaware of him, but Harriot certainly knew of Stevin.
All the details that one could possibly want on Stevin’s life and publications are to be found in the biography by
Devreese and Vanden Berghe. A prologue gives a detailed account of the political and religious complexities of the
16th-century Netherlands (the equivalent of the modern Benelux countries); after that the text is liberally sprinkled
with ‘boxes’ that offer a multitude of facts and details, sometimes rather too many for comfort. The list of surviving
Stevin family documents, for instance, is full of interest, but the reader could perhaps manage, in this context anyway,
without a full history of the Archimedes codex or the decimal system between 1820 and 1960. Such digressions all
too often break the flow of the text and introduce a sense of repetition. The many reproductions of Stevin’s original
pages and manuscripts, on the other hand, are a most welcome feature of the book.
The authors are enthusiasts. That much and the sometimes ponderous style of the book are evident in subheadings
like ‘Stevin was the first to make any headway in hydrostatics since the time of Archimedes’ (p. 155) or ‘Stevin was
there before Pascal’ (p. 157). Too often one feels that such adulation detracts from a more realistic and historically
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meaningful comparison of Stevin with his contemporaries. For me this was especially a problem in the chapter on
algebra (like any reader, I paid particular attention to my favourite topic), which claims that Stevin formed a link
between the Italian algebraists of the early 16th century and the great French innovators of the second half of the
century and beyond. It is true that Stevin read, admired, and re-worked the algebra of Bombelli, who in turn had learned
from Cardano. To suggest, however, that Cardano merely ‘summarized the knowledge of the day, chiefly derived from
Arab mathematicians’ (p. 181) is to overlook Cardano’s far-reaching innovations, which set the algebraic agenda for
decades. Stevin certainly helped to clarify that agenda, but to claim, as the authors do, that he was a profound influence
on Viète or Descartes is to overstep the bounds of historical evidence. It seems to me unlikely that Viète ever read
Stevin, and if he did so he ignored his notation, which was actually much clearer and easier than anything Viète
produced. Descartes was inclined to deny having read any of his predecessors, but in any case wrote some 50 years
after Stevin and in a very different intellectual climate.
This book will certainly serve the purpose of introducing Stevin and his work to a broad non-specialist public,
which is probably what its authors most had in mind. To historians, however, it is likely to be something of a dis-
appointment. Lists of facts, however extensive, are no substitute for proper historical context. Further, the authors’
slightly naïve attempts to claim priority and superiority for Stevin do not in the end do him as much justice as would
a more critical analysis of his role in the mathematical sciences of the late 16th and early 17th centuries. Stevin was
a prolific and inventive mathematical practitioner, as this book so often shows, and he does not need to be placed on
artificially constructed pedestals.
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Dal movimento alla forza. Leibniz: l’infinitesimo tra logica e metafisica
By Raffaele Cirino. Soveria Mannelli (Rubbettino). 2006. ISBN 88 498 1593-X. 310 pp.€15
In a well-known letter to Samuel Masson, written in 1716, Leibniz turns to a question which was of central impor-
tance to him throughout his intellectual career: the mathematization of nature. In applying mathematics to the physical
world, his infinitesimal calculus is, he suggests, extremely useful. Nevertheless, he finds it important to distinguish
scientific and metaphysical explanation and emphasizes that he does not seek to give an account of the nature of things
by means of his calculus. To back this up he points out that infinitesimal quantities are on his view not part of the
make up of this world but simply useful fictions.
Elsewhere in the Leibnizian corpus there are of course somewhat different accounts of the nature of these quantities,
but the letter to Masson is nevertheless instructive. Infinitesimals were consistently seen by Leibniz as theoretical
mediators between the mathematical, the physical, and beyond this also the metaphysical world. As such, they serve
to bridge traditional divides in our reading of his thought; divides which in many ways are at odds with the true
intentions of the German mathematician and philosopher, who never ceases to point out the interrelations between the
diverse fields in which he worked.
Part of the task which Raffaele Cirino undertakes in Dal movimento alla forza is to illuminate precisely this me-
diating function of infinitesimal quantities and at the same time to show that the calculus, which itself profited from
Leibniz’s work on logic and symbols, contributed to the structural development of his metaphysics (p. 16). This is
the idea behind the somewhat intriguing subtitle “l’infinitesimo tra logica e metafisica.” Cirino rejects quite explicitly
the view that the development of Leibniz’s calculus can be explained along purely internalistic lines. On his view the
infinitesimal sits squarely between logic and metaphysics (p. 17).
Cirino begins his investigation by considering the work of three of the most influential authors on Leibniz at
the beginning of the 20th century, namely Bertrand Russell, Louis Couturat, and Ernst Cassirer. This might seem a
